NATURAL  VEGETATION                    .        129
and Perm. Maple- and elm-trees are found a little to the
north of this line, while the ash flourishes towards the south.
Across the Urals the lime is occasionally to be seen, but as
we have already pointed out, the broad-leafed trees are
confined mainly to a zone west of the Urals.
The deciduous forest region has played a most important
role in the early development of the Russian State. It may
be said that the Russian State was, in fact, born in the broad-
leafed forests. Thus from early times the land has been used
for agriculture, and a great deal of the forest cover has been
removed.
Because of the protection afforded to the Slav peoples
against the attentions of neighbouring tribes, the forests
provided a favourable environment for the growth of the first
agricultural (and hence settled) communities, since the higher
areas of land upon which the people first settled were separated
from one another by extensive areas of bogs and marsh (see
Chapter I).
Later these areas created difficulties for the expansion of
agriculture, especially great since nearly 50 per cent, of the
coniferous and deciduous forest zones of the U.S.S.R. is
occupied by marsh or bog. Many of the marshes occupy the
sites of old lakes, which gradually filled up with alluvial
deposits and became overgrown with successive types of
marsh vegetation. Others have been caused by the irrational
system of tree-felling often practised in the past, when the
stumps were left in the ground, and dead trees and branches
were allowed to lie and decay, so that a moss cover gradually
spread over the soil, raising the ground-water towards the
surface. The process by which marshes gradually encroach
.upon forests has been described above.
The greatest areas of marsh are found in Western Siberia,
in both the coniferous and leaf forests. East of the Yenessei
the higher and better-drained land, together with the low
amount of precipitation, brings about the almost complete
absence of marsh and bog. In the East European Plain,
however, they are very common.
The Soviet Union possesses a greater area of bog- and